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Abstract 
Sharing on social media not only relies on our intrinsic motivations but also can be induced by 
the extrinsic motivations such as referral rewards. Although our previous study demonstrated 
that incentivizing tourists to create postings could influence peer consumers’ behavioral 
intentions (i.e., purchase and word-of-mouth intentions) and social media engagement, we 
noticed that it was the content which was created under the incentive design drove all the 
impacts. Therefore, in this study, we extracted the content characteristics from the tourists’ 
postings we collected. Results indicated that the referral rewards systems (RRSs) we introduced 
could shape what tourists share, and the content characteristics such as positive emotional, 
utilitarian, high-level and low-level construal have different effects on peer consumers’ social 
media engagement and behavioral intentions. Our findings aid researchers and practitioners in 
understanding how to design successful RRSs and how to create viral content on social media.  
Keywords: electronic word-of-mouth, referral rewards systems, content characteristics, social 
media engagement, behavioral intentions 
1. Introduction  
Sharing on social media has become an indispensable part of our lives. Researchers already 
identified that such interpersonal social transmission can remain in the public consciousness for 
a very long time, and simultaneously affect consumers’ attitudes, decision-making process, and 
trigger an instantaneous promotion of brands and products [6, 41]. Such findings are more 
inspiring when they are associated with tourism industry, of which services have high-credence 
qualities, and their customers are more inclined to be affected by the positive and negative 
electronic word-of-mouth across a broad range of nations [35] 
Creating travel content on social media was denoted to be dependent on tourists’ diversified 
motivations, such as to exercise collective power over tourism companies and express positive 
and negative feelings; and for enjoyment, hedonic, altruism and self-enhancement purposes 
[56]. However, these motivations are relatively in a spontaneous form. Existing research [36, 
56] found that only a small fraction of tourists posted on social media but the rest preferred to 
keep silent. Reasons led to this including many of the sharers considered they needed too much 
effort to understand their audience before posting online so that they found themselves 
incompetent, they had privacy concerns, and they were constrained by work or time. All these 
barriers make tourism practitioners’ work more challenging when they attempt to diffuse 
product or service information on social media.  
Spreading eWOM can also be evoked by the extrinsic motivation, such as referral rewards 
[26]. Previous studies[9, 23, 25, 43] already presented that, by exploiting referral rewards 
systems (RRSs), practitioners could incentivize existing customers to spread positive eWOM 
and increase their customer base. Under the assistance of social networking tools, RRSs become 






products [46]. In tourism industry, our previous study [57] found out that, by providing referral 
rewards to tourists (sharers), their audiences’ (potential customers’) behavioral intentions and 
social media engagement could be affected.  
However, no matter what drives people to share, it is impossible that every piece of content 
on social media is influential to service consumers. Most of the content languishes in 
comparatively obscurity. The influential or the viral content are usually from relatively small 
and independent sources. Such content can be contagious across the Internet forthwith by 
briefly capturing an enormous number of people, and leads its audience to share, comment or 
give ‘like’ to it. Antecedent research [15] states that the viral content is associated with six 
primary emotions, namely, surprise, joy, sadness, anger, fear, and disgust. These emotions 
cause the diffusion of the content and also the consumers’ subsequent forwarding behavior. 
Berger and Milkman [7] took a psychological approach to stress that, compared to content that 
triggered low arousal, those called forth high-arousal positive (awe) or negative (anger or 
anxiety) emotions were more likely to go viral. On the other hand, Pirouz [41] set out from the 
perspective of content themes and highlighted that themes such as novelty, incongruity and 
hyperbole could engage more audience as they were capable of inducing a stronger emotional 
reaction. Although these findings were insightful, they are incomplete as researchers neglect 
the role of the very initial motivations of customers to share on social media, especially when 
we found out that tourists could be incentivized with economic rewards by service suppliers 
[57]. 
This article is a follow-up of our previous study [51]. It focuses on examining (1) how 
incentive referral rewards systems shape what tourists share; (2) under such systems, how 
content characteristics affect potential customers’ social media engagement, behavioral 
intentions (i.e., purchase and WOM intentions), and attitudes toward destinations. We do so in 
three steps. First, by using three treatments (create travel content to get the maximum 
retweets/comments/likes), we incentivized 65 tourists to create travel content. Second, we 
invited another 268 consumers to rate these postings based on their perceptions. According to 
the manipulation arrangements, we checked the impacts of referral rewards systems on 
audience’s (potential customers’) social media engagement, behavioral intentions, and attitude 
toward destinations. Third, relying on four human coders, we coded these postings on several 
dimensions (e.g. content characteristics, share focus, travel concerns) to examine how these 
travel content was shaped and also their impacts on audience.  
This research makes serval important contributions. First, research on eWOM and tourism 
industry has focused on its impact and importance (e.g. diffusion and sales of the travel 
products, enhancement of the destination image [27, 45, 49, 59]). However, there has been less 
attention to the cause of the eWOM or what drives tourists to share on social media with others 
and what kinds of content is more likely to influence audience’s (potential consumers’) social 
media engagement and behavioral intentions. By combining a large-scale examination of real 
travel postings and thoughtfully controlled experiment, we shed light on how referral rewards 
systems (RRSs) drive people to share, and demonstrate characteristics of viral travel content. 
Second, our findings provide insights regarding how to design effective and efficient RRSs and 
viral marketing campaigns, which can help tourism practitioners avoid customer backlash and 
craft contagious content. 
2. Research Background 
Referral reward systems (RRSs)   
The word “referral”, according to Grewal and Lilien [28], is “a recommendation from A to B, 
such that B should, or should not, purchase from C”. It can be categorized into three types: 
customer-to-potential customer referrals, horizontal referrals, and supplier-initiated referrals. 
Among these types, customer-to-potential customer referral is typically studied as “word-of-
mouth” (WOM) or “electronic word-of-mouth” (eWOM) in digital age, which implies the 
exchange of any information concerning any products or services can happen at anywhere and 




anytime among consumers [25]. Utilizing referral rewards to incentivize existing customers to 
spread positive WOM is no longer a new norm. On social media, modern practitioners often 
reward their customers who would like to start favorable conversations about their service in 
order to encourage peer customers to purchase and increase their customer base. Some 
marketing mavens even take advantages of referral reward systems (RRSs) to persuade 
influential social media users to narrate impressive reviews to draw audiences’ attentions.  
The fundamental idea of the implementation of RRSs originates from the exchange theories 
[9, 43], which argued that word-of-mouth could be treated as a type of social exchange [20], 
and customers’ decision whether to engage in the social transmission usually depends on the 
costs and benefits of the exchange [29, 43].  Indeed, eWOM on social media often comes along 
with different costs such as time and efforts spent on crafting the content, risks of being 
criticized by the public, losing privacy, or when receivers are dissatisfied with a purchase that 
results from senders’ recommendations, the relationship would suffer [43, 56]. With RRSs, how 
customers perceive referral costs and benefits may change during the process of social 
transmission. For instance, by transmitting eWOM, sharers gain additional economic benefits 
(e.g. money or in-kinds) which can compensate their perceived costs. However, the rewards 
make them feel “selling” recommendations rather than instinct motivation (e.g. altruism), and 
this would bring damages to their self-images [29]. On the other hand, from the practitioners’ 
perspectives, although RRSs can be a cost-effective way to recruit new customers, there might 
be unnecessary expense if they are not designed and implemented properly [46]. 
Antecedent studies have made important contributions towards how to implement RRSs 
from different perspectives. For instance, regarding rewards to “who”, Wirtz and Chew’s study 
[30] presented that the RRSs were an effective catalyst to increase the satisfied customers’ 
likelihood of recommending a firm to others. However, Ryu and Fecik [43] pointed out that, 
despite RRSs increased the existing customers’ referral likelihood, rewards needed to be 
arranged with different targets: for weak ties and weak brands, rewards needed to be offered to 
WOM senders, whereas for strong ties and strong brands, rewards needed to be offered to WOM 
receivers. Concerning the rewards size and type (“what”), Garnefeld and her colleagues [20] 
highlighted that larger rewards strengthen attitudinal and behavioral loyalty, while smaller 
rewards are only influential on behavioral dimensions. Additionally, Jin and Hung’s research 
[29] demonstrated that monetary rewards were less powerful than in-kind rewards, because 
offering money usually has potential flip side that increases customers’ social costs (e.g. 
providing inappropriate advice) which would result in the unbalance with their economic costs. 
Unfortunately, there is relatively little concern on “under what conditions (how)” customers 
should be rewarded in the RRSs, especially in the context of social media. Our research will 
focus on this point. We propose that rewards should be offered to sharers whose postings 
achieve the maximum social media engagement.   
 Social media engagement, travel consumers’ purchase intention, WOM intention, and 
attitudes toward destination 
Social media engagement  
Study [48] done by Smith and Gallicanno debated that understanding social media engagement 
can be from four different perspectives, including (1) Experiential perspective. Engagement is 
the evolution from interacting with the interface physically to developing into cognitively 
steeped into the content provided by it and then onto actively transmitting the outcomes of this 
involvement [38]. (2) Psychological perspective. Engagement is an affective state that is 
motivated by human’s psychology and results in extra-role behaviors. In other words, 
engagement is social media users’ perception of the content and then what they would do to the 
content, such as commenting and retweeting [54]. (3) Emotional perspectives. Engagement 
embodies “cognitive, attitudinal and behavioral attachment” [54]. (4) Social perspective. 
Engagement can be understood as behavior of building relationship with others based on mutual 
trust and interaction through social networking tools [26]. This research underscores social 






consumers engage in social media depends on whether they would comment, retweet, or give 
“likes” to the content. 
Purchase intention, WOM intention, and attitudes toward destinations 
Made by actual or former customers, eWOM is referred to any positive or negative statement 
concerning a product or company, which is available to multitude of individuals via the internet 
anytime [31]. Plenty of studies [34] on eWOM have stressed that such interpersonal interaction 
can affect potential customers’ purchase intention and decisions. In the context of tourism, 
marketing investigations done by Anderson and Ye [2, 55] found out that user-generated-
content (UGC) could influence peer consumers, and the increase of the scores of UGC 
improving hotel sales. This due to the fact that UGC usually delivers customers’ normative 
beliefs that implies whether they are content or discontent with a product. As concerning what 
others may think of them or deem others provide more credible information of a products’ real 
value, peers customers may conform to others’ products choice or attitudes [40]. On the other 
hand, word-of-mouth intention refers to the tourists’ intention to recommend a destination to 
others based on their knowledge acquired from travel-related eWOM, and it is found to be 
associated with the credibility of the source [49]. 
Further, the attitudes of tourists embody three elements such as cognitive (evaluate to form 
an attitude), affective (psychological response to express the performance), and behavioral 
(verbal indication to use the product) element [27]. Tourists’ intention behind an attitude is 
influential to their external behaviors, favorable attitudes towards the behavior usually increases 
the likelihood of the tourists to perform the behavior [34]. For instance, a potential tourist is 
more likely to go to the destination if he considers the destination is an ideal place to travel. On 
social media, tourists prefer to use taglines, slogans, logos in the content, which is impactful on 
the peer customers’ destination image formation and attitudes as a result [1]. Although previous 
research has demonstrated UGC hold different effects on potential tourists’ behavioral 
intentions and attitude toward destinations, but little attention has been paid to explore them 
from the perspectives of travel content characteristics.  
Influential travel postings: content characteristics and share focus 
We proposed that evaluating influential content should be, in general, from the following 
characteristics:  
Emotional. Research [5] suggests that people like to transmit positive WOM as it is more 
likely to yield desired impressions and make themselves look better. Theory of self-
enhancement also implies that both self-described experts and non-experts prefer positive and 
satisfying outcomes [53]. However, there is lay belief that negative WOM are more likely to be 
transmitted as well. Research conducted by Berger and Milkman [7] argued this based on the 
analysis of data obtained from New York Times articles. Findings indicated that positive content 
was more influential than negative content, but it is on account of psychological arousal [e.g. 
high-arousal positive (awe) and negative (anger or anxiety); low-arousal (sadness)]. From this 
point of view, content causes high arousal is more influential than low arousal. In this research, 
as tourists showed high degree (mean value over 87%) of satisfaction and happiness towards 
the travel, we exclude the high- and low- arousal negative content for analysis.  
Utilitarian. Studies [6, 7] found useful stories, news, or information are most likely to be 
shared. Such phenomena is associated with the altruistic reasons that people want to help others 
and also self-enhancement purposes that imply they desire to appear knowledgeable [53]. 
Travel postings usually include information such as destinations, services, and price that is 
extremely useful for potential tourists' travel plans. 
Construal level: desirability and feasibility. Eyal and his colleagues [50] distinguish 
construal levels between low-level and high-level construals. The former is contextualized 
representations that contain subordinate and incidental features of the events, whereas the later 
is decotextualized representations that draw the gist from the avaliable information. In the 
context of consumers' purchase decisions, the high level construal reflects consumers' 
desirability concerns that contains their end-state of the actions (e.g. why go to the destinations), 




whereas the low-level construals reflects that consumers' feasibility concerns that contains 
means utilized to reach the end-state (e.g. how to go to the destinations). Previous study [4] 
found wheter a potential tourist would travel, no matter hedonic or utlitarian purposes, usually 
depends on their construal levels.  
On the other hand, decades of egocentrism research  [3, 13, 42] have shown that people are 
inclined to focus on the self but consider little for others. This, to some extent, due to the facts 
that it is not easy to talk from others’ perspective and self-concerning information are more 
accessible. Study [17] done by Emler pointed out that self-disclosure is the most common topic 
in our daily life. On social media, according to Naaman’s investigation [36], about 80% users 
focus on the self. Indeed, people would consider others’ beliefs and knowledge only under the 
circumstance when they are evoked to [52].  In this research, as tourists are incentivized to 
created travel postings to get the audiences’ maximum social media engagement, we 
hypothesize that content creators would focus on others rather than themselves. Accordingly, 
audiences would be attracted to engage in social media as postings are more for their 
considerations.  
3. Methods and Results  
Step 1: Using economic rewards to incentivize tourists to create travel content on social 
media  
Sixty-five participants (60% MBA students) took part in this step. Each of them were randomly 
assigned to one of the three writing conditions (get the maximum retweets vs. get the maximum 
comments vs. get the maximum likes’) design. Our objective in this step is to use referral 
rewards to incentivize customers to create postings concerning their travel experience.  
In all conditions, at first, participants were enquired about both the most impressive 
destination they traveled to in the last 12 months and the duration of staying. To facilitate 
participants and our data analysis, we asked participants different items, which are modified 
from the Weaver’s study [51] of travel evaluation, on 100-point scale: “How happy were you 
with the travel?”; “How much did you consider the travel is good value for money?”; “How 
much were you satisfied with the travel; and “How much would you like to recommend the 
destination to your friends?” (anchors: “not at all”; “very much”); “How would you rank this 
destination in all your travel activities?” (anchors: “lowest”; “highest”).  
Then, we created an imaginary scenario, which cast all participants into staff of some 
tourism marketing campaign. Then we asked them to write a short description of travel 
experience that they had concerning the most impressive destination they mentioned above. 
The content later will be published on one of the Chinese social media (e.g. WeChat, Weibo, 
or travel blogs/communities). Each of the participants has an ultimate purpose, which is to 
obtain the maximum retweets, comments, or likes (this depends on which condition he was 
randomly set down). To ensure our design take effects, we committed that those who succeed 
in fulfilling the goal would be rewarded a bottle of wine (2011 Chateau Fleur Cardinale, values 
approx. 30 €). In addition, for the sake of some social media regulations, we suggest all the 
participants better use less than 200 Chinese characters.  
Results of step 1 
Participants’ staying period varies from minimum half day to maximum forty days. By overall 
observing the postings that participants created, we found out that all of them deployed 
throughout the entire world in search of experience of, such as holiday, recreation, religion, 
health, meeting, and etc. This copes with the core spirit of tourists’ definitions [10, 32] and roll 
out the possibilities that they might not be real tourists.  
In addition, those ancillary measures facilitated us to understand the tourists’ experiences better. 
Generally speaking, these tourists showed high degree of happiness (87.09%) and satisfaction 






(85.82%) and they would like to recommend the destinations to their friends, and their average 
ranking of destinations is 38 (out of 100). 
Step 2: obtaining ratings of real travel postings 
Travel postings in Step 1 now become essential and supportive in the Step 2. By gathering 
ratings of these travel postings from Chinese consumers, we predict that these postings, which 
were created through incentive design, have positive impacts on the audiences’ social media 
engagement, purchase intention, WOM intension, and attitudes toward destinations. 
Three hundreds of Chinese consumers (268 of them rated finally) were invited through social 
media and emails to complete a survey entitled “Rate travel experience” through “Qualtrics” 
(www.qulatrics.com; an industry-provider of Online Survey Software and Insight Platform). 
They were told: “You will confront six different travel postings from some random tourists on 
Chinese social media. We kindly invite you to go through and rate these postings based on your 
perceptions”. Then the very 65 postings from Step 1 were randomly assigned to them. This 
arrangement was made to ensure each posting has equal probability to be exposed to each rater. 
Then, under each posting, raters were asked to rate it on a variety of different dimensions 
concerning their social media engagement, behavioral intentions (purchase and WOM 
intention) on 100-point scale: “How likely you will retweet this posting?”; “How likely you 
will comment on this posting?”; “How likely you will give this posting a like?” (anchors: “very 
unlikely”; “very likely”); “Will you seriously take this destination as your future alternative?”; 
“Will you recommend this destination to your friends if they have no idea where to travel?” 
(anchors: “definitely will not”; “definitely will”). To analyze their attitudes toward the 
destination, raters were also enquired on a 7-point scale: “The place is an ideal travel 
destination” (anchors: 1 = “totally disagree”; 7 = “totally agree”). 
We obtained 1668 groups of ratings in all on the 65 travel postings. We ran one-way ANOVAs 
to compare ratings’ variation on each dimension assessed among every three writing conditions 
we controlled in this incentive design.  
Results of step 2 
Consumers’ behavioral intentions and attitudes towards destinations. Results denoted that the 
incentive design significantly affects consumers’ purchase (F (1665, 2) = 3.117, p < 0.05) and 
WOM intention (F (1665, 2) = 4.176, p < 0.05). However, it does not take effect on their 
attitudes toward destinations. To be specific, the consumers did not deem these destinations as 
ideal travel places. Groups under the control of “get the maximum like” condition achieved 
higher mean value of purchase (M = 50.70) and WOM (M = 49.75) intention than the rest two 
groups 
Consumers’ social media engagement. Although results indicate the incentive design takes 
effect on consumers’ likelihood of giving “likes” to the postings (F (1665, 2) = 3.730, p < 0.05), 
it fails in influencing consumers’ likelihood of commenting and retweeting the postings (P > 
0.05). In addition, group of “get the maximum likes” yields higher mean value of likelihood of 
giving “likes” (M = 45.56) than of rest of the groups.  
Step 3: coding the travel postings 
Although we proved the incentive design took effects on audience’s (potential customers’) 
behavioral intentions and social media engagement. However, we notice that it is the content, 
which is created by tourists under the RRSs design, that triggers all the impacts. As the writing 
conditions were different, by coding these postings from Step 1, in Step 3 we predict that, (1) 
under the incentive design, content characteristics, share focus, and travel concerns will vary 
across all three writing conditions. (2) In RRSs, the content characteristics will impact 
consumers’ behavioral intentions, and social media engagement in different ways.  
Four coders were recruited to classify travel content. Each of the coders viewed every posting 
at least twice and rated it on many dimensions according to a classification scheme prepared in 
advance. In order to preserve individual variation, each of the coders did not interact or consult 




with another to arrive at a consensus. We created dummy variables to control for all the 
characteristics.  
To be specific, first, we coded emotions to examine if positive is linked to consumers’ 
social media engagement, and behavioral intentions. The positive emotion (i.e., joy, 
contentment, pride, love) promote individuals to engage with their environments and partake 
in activities, and also it promote social transmission [6, 18]. Second, our analyses control for 
several potentially confounding variables including (1) utilitarian, which provides practical and 
helpful information concerning the travel (e.g., how to get the destination, use what 
transportation, which is the best season to travel to the destination) [6], (2) desirability and 
feasibility concerns of destination, which indicates why tourists wanted to travel and how they 
traveled and these concerns will resonate audiences according to their preferences [50]; (4) 
travel concerns, which describe the service quality (e.g. ambiance of the resort, quality of food 
and accommodation); price cues (e.g. how much the services cost) [47]; environmental factor 
concerns (e.g. land scarcity, water and air quality) [10]; and value for money concerns (e.g. the 
place is worth for money or under the budget) [12].  
We captured the pronoun usage to check the tourists’ sharing focus. The usage of singular 
pronouns (e.g., I, my, mine) stands for they are more focusing one themselves, whereas the 
usage of second-pronouns (e.g., you, your) implies that they are more focusing on others [14, 
50].  
Results of step 3 
Can referral rewards systems (RRSs) shape what tourists share? We ran cross tabulation 
analysis to examine whether the content characteristics, share focus, and travel concerns were 
different under the three treatments. Our results showed that the percentage of the 
characteristics such as “positive emotional” (X2[1, N= 65] = 6,44, p < ,05), “utilitarian” (X2[1, 
N= 65] = 7,85, p < ,05), and “concerns of environmental factors” (X2[1, N= 65] = 17.54, p < 
,001); “desirability” (X2[1, N= 65] = 9,30, p < ,05) significantly different among the three 
treatments, whereas the other were not (p > ,05). What is worth mentioning, the mean values 
indicate, compared with the other two groups, group “get the maximum comment” yields more 
positive emotional, utilitarian, and environmental concerning content, whereas the group “get 
the maximum retweet” create more desirability-concerning content. This implies that RRSs 
have positive impacts on what tourists share on social media.  
In the RRSs, what content is influential to audience? In order to examine this, an 
independent-samples t-test was conducted.  
(1) Postings created under the condition of “get maximum retweets”. Results (see Table 
1) show that (1) positive emotional content (t[486]likelihood of retweets = 2,52, p < ,05; t[486]likelihood 
of comment = 3,41, p < ,01; t[486]likelihood of like = 2,61, p < ,05), content with desirability concerns 
(t[486]likelihood of comment = 2,04, p < , 05) , and environment factor concerns (t[486]likelihood of retweets 
= 2,06, p < ,01; t[486]likelihood of comment = 2,10, p < ,05; t[486]likelihood of like = 2,03, p < ,05) have 
significant effects on consumers’ social media engagement; (2) when there appears positive 
emotional content (t[486]purchase intention = 4,81, p < ,001; t[486]WOM intention = 4,54, p < ,001 and 
service quality concerns (t[486]purchase intention = 2,67, p < ,01; t[486]WOM intention = 2,56, p < ,05), 
consumers are likely to go to the destination and recommend this destination to their friends; 
(3) consumers’ attitudes towards destinations were impacted when there appeared positive 
emotional content (t[486]attitude = 4,84, p < ,001), content with desirability concerns (t[486]attitude 







Table 1. Influence of the content characteristics, share focus, and travel concerns of postings from 
group of “maximum retweets”. (Notes: this table reports t-tests results of mean differences 
between “there is such content” and “there is no such content” in the postings. Statistical 









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































(2) Postings created under the condition of “get maximum comments”. Results (see Table 
2) indicate that (1) consumers’ social media engagement is associated with the positive 
emotional content (t[558]likelihood of retweets = 2,08, p < ,05); utilitarian content (t[558]likelihood of retweets 
= 3,22, p < ,001; t[558]likelihood of comment = 4,34, p < ,001; t[558]likelihood of like = 3,83, p < ,001), 
content with desirability concerns (t[558]likelihood of retweets = 2,83, p < ,01; t[558]likelihood of comment = 
1,96, p < ,05; t[558]likelihood of like = 3,02, p < ,01), service quality (t[486]likelihood of comment = 2,74, p 
< ,05) and price concerns (t[558]likelihood of retweets = 2,82, p < ,01; t[558]likelihood of comment = 3,81, p 
< ,001; t[558]likelihood of like = 2,50, p < ,05); (2) consumers would be impressed to go to the 
destinations and recommend to their friends when there appeared content with desirability 
concerns (t[558]purchase intention = 2,64, p < ,01; t[486]WOM intention = 2,04, p < ,05) and price concerns 
(t[558]purchase intention = 2,51, p < ,05; t[558]WOM intention = 3,81, p < ,001); (3) the attitudes of 
destination is affected by the content with environment concerns (t[558]attitude = 2,77, p < ,01).  
Table 2. Influence of the content characteristics, share focus, and travel concerns of postings from 
group of “maximum comment”. (Notes: this table reports t-tests results of mean differences 
between “there is such content” and “there is no such content” in the postings. Statistical 









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































(3) Postings created under the condition of “get maximum likes”. Results (see Table 3) 
imply that (1) positive emotional content (t[618]likelihood of like = 2,40, p < ,001), content with 
desirability concerns (t[618]likelihood of retweets = 3,65 , p < ,001; t[618]likelihood of comment = 3,20, p < 
,001; t[618]likelihood of like = 2,64, p < ,001), content share focus for others (t[618]likelihood of retweets = 
2,85 , p < ,01; t[618]likelihood of comment = 2,07, p < ,05), service quality (t[618]likelihood of retweets = 3,84 
, p < ,001; t[618]likelihood of comment = 3,81, p < ,001; t[618]likelihood of like = 2,64, p < ,01) and 
environmental concerns (t[618]likelihood of like = 2,02, p < ,05), and “value-for-money” concerns 
(t[618]likelihood of retweet = 2,04, p < ,05; t[618]likelihood of comment = 2,12, p < ,05) has significant impact 
on consumers. Note that feasibility concerns (t[618]likelihood of like = -2,20, p < ,05) content also 
show effects on consumers, but the “no such characteristic” achieves high mean score than 
“there appears such characteristic”. This means, where there appears less such characteristic, 
the likelihood consumers’ social media engagement would increase. (2) when the content share 
focus is for others (t[618]attitudes = 2,15, p < ,05), consumers’ attitude toward destination would 
be affected.  




Table 3: influence of the content characteristics, share focus, and travel concerns of postings from 
group of “maximum retweets”. (Notes: this table reports t-tests results of mean differences 
between “there is such content” and “there is no such content” in the postings. Statistical 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































4. Discussion and Marketing Implications   
Indeed, it is not news that social media are capable of changing the way we communicate and 
spread knowledge. The content on social media, on the other hand, has been identified as 
influential on consumers’ product adoptions and satisfactions [6]. Unfortunately, little effort 
has been made towards why people share and why certain content becomes more influential 
than the others. 
Our research took a perspective from the tourism industry and explored the impacts of 
referral rewards systems on both sharers and potential consumers. The findings were very 
inspiring and should be taken into account for both academic and industrial purposes. First, we 
found using referral rewards as the extrinsic motivations can incentivize tourists to share on 
social media. The postings, which were created under the incentive design, were impactful on 
peer consumers’ social media engagement and behavioral intentions. This breaks the silence 
that scholars considered social media were difficult to control [56]. Second, consumers 
appreciate positive emotional, useful, and high-construal content rather than the opposite. These 
characteristics play a critical role in impacting consumers’ social media engagement and 
behavioral intentions. In other words, they are more likely to create a viral marketing which can 
efficiently promote a product or service. Third, potential consumers prefer “other-focused” 
rather than “self-focused” content. It might be the reason that when a posting use “you”, the 
audience will consider that the content provides advice from their considerations. Fourth, for 
marketing practitioners who plan to employ RRSs, the findings present how to reward the 
sharers to obtain the most effective outcomes. Last but not least, for tourism industry, we 
provided travel concern that could drive potential consumers to purchase the product and 
recommend it to others.  
References 
1. Ana María Munar: Tourist‐created content: rethinking destination branding. Int J 
Culture Tourism Hosp Res. 5 (3), 291–305 (2011) 
2. Anderson, C.: The Impact of Social Media on Lodging Performance. Center for 
Hospitality Research Publications. (2012) 
3. Barasch, A., Berger, J.: Broadcasting and Narrowcasting: How Audience Size Affects 
What People Share. Journal of Marketing Research. 51 (3), 286–299 (2014) 
4. Basoglu, K.A., Yoo, J.J.-E.: Soon or Later? The Effect of Temporal Distance on Travel 
Decisions. Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing. 32 (sup1), S62–S75 (2015) 
5. Berger, J.: Arousal Increases Social Transmission of Information. Psychological 
Science. 22 (7), 891–893 (2011) 
6. Berger, J.: Word of mouth and interpersonal communication: A review and directions 
for future research. Journal of Consumer Psychology. 24 (4), 586–607 (2014) 




7. Berger, J., Milkman, K.L.: What Makes Online Content Viral?? Journal of Marketing 
Research (JMR). 49 (2), 192–205 (2012) 
8. Berger, J., Schwartz, E.M.: What Drives Immediate and Ongoing Word of Mouth? 
Journal of Marketing Research. 48 (5), 869–880 (2011) 
9. Biyalogorsky, E., Gerstner, E., Libai, B.: Customer Referral Management: Optimal 
Reward Programs. Marketing Science. 20 (1), 82–95 (2001) 
10. Butler, R.: The Tourism Area Life Cycle. Channel View Publications (2006) 
11. Chevalier, J.A., Mayzlin, D.: The Effect of Word of Mouth on Sales: Online Book 
Reviews. Journal of Marketing Research. 43 (3), 345–354 (2006) 
12. Cohen, E.: The Sociology of Tourism: Approaches, Issues, and Findings. Annual 
Review of Sociology. 10 373–392 (1984) 
13. David Dunning, Leaf Van Boven, George F. Loewenstein: Egocentric empathy gaps in 
social interaction and exchange. In: Advances in Group Processes. pp. 65–97. Emerald 
Group Publishing Limited (2001) 
14. Davis, D., Brock, T.C.: Use of first person pronouns as a function of increased objective 
self-awareness and performance feedback. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology. 
11 (4), 381–388 (1975) 
15. De Bruyn, A., Lilien, G.L.: A multi-stage model of word-of-mouth influence through 
viral marketing. International Journal of Research in Marketing. 25 (3), 151–163 (2008) 
16. Dobele, A., Lindgreen, A., Beverland, M., Vanhamme, J., van Wijk, R.: Why pass on 
viral messages? Because they connect emotionally. Business Horizons. 50 (4), 291–
304 (2007) 
17. Emler, N.: A Social Psychology of Reputation. European Review of Social Psychology. 
1 (1), 171–193 (1990) 
18. Fredman, J.: What Does “Goes Viral” on Facebook Mean?, Science  Opposing Views, 
http://science.opposingviews.com/goes-viral-facebook-mean-3009.html, Accessed: 
January 13, 2016, (2014) 
19. Fredrickson, B.L.: The Role of Positive Emotions in Positive Psychology. Am Psychol. 
56 (3), 218–226 (2001) 
20. Garnefeld, I., Eggert, A., Helm, S.V., Tax, S.S.: Growing Existing Customers’ Revenue 
Streams Through Customer Referral Programs. Journal of Marketing. 77 (4), 17–32 
(2013) 
21. Gatignon, H., Robertson, T.S.: A Propositional Inventory for New Diffusion Research. 
Journal of Consumer Research. 11 (4), 849–867 (1985) 
22. Godes, D., Mayzlin, D.: Firm-Created Word-of-Mouth Communication: Evidence 
from a Field Test. Marketing Science. 28 (4), 721–739 (2009) 
23. Goldenberg, J., Libai, B., Muller, E.: Talk of the Network: A Complex Systems Look 
at the Underlying Process of Word-of-Mouth. Marketing Letters. 12 (3), 211–223 
(2001) 
24. Hargittai, E., Hsieh, Y.P.: Predictors and Consequences of Differentiated Practices on 
Social Network Sites. Information, Communication & Society. 13 (4), 515–536 (2010) 
25. Harrison-Walker, L.J.: The Measurement of Word-of-Mouth Communication and an 
Investigation of Service Quality and Customer Commitment As Potential Antecedents. 
Journal of Service Research. 4 (1), 60–75 (2001) 
26. Hennig-Thurau, T., Gwinner, K.P., Walsh, G., Gremler, D.D.: Electronic word-of-
mouth via consumer-opinion platforms: What motivates consumers to articulate 
themselves on the Internet? Journal of Interactive Marketing. 18 (1), 38–52 (2004) 
27. Jalilvand, M.R., Samiei, N.: The impact of electronic word of mouth on a tourism 
destination choice: Testing the theory of planned behavior (TPB). Internet Research: 
Electronic Networking Applications and Policy. 22 (5), 591–612 (2012) 
28. Jeong, E., Jang, S. (Shawn): Restaurant experiences triggering positive electronic 
word-of-mouth (eWOM) motivations. International Journal of Hospitality 
Management. 30 (2), 356–366 (2011) 






monetary versus in-kind rewards in referral reward programs. International Journal of 
Research in Marketing. 31 (1), 107–116 (2014) 
30. Jochen Wirtz, Patricia Chew: The effects of incentives, deal proneness, satisfaction and 
tie strength on word‐of‐mouth behaviour. Int J of Service Industry Mgmt. 13 (2), 
141–162 (2002) 
31. Litvin, S.W., Goldsmith, R.E., Pan, B.: Electronic word-of-mouth in hospitality and 
tourism management. Tourism Management. 29 (3), 458–468 (2008) 
32. MacCannell, D.: The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class. University of 
California Press (1976) 
33. Mahima Hada, Rajdeep Grewal, Gary L. Lilien: Referral equity and referral 
management: the supplier firm’s perspective. In: Review of Marketing Research. pp. 
93–144. Emerald Group Publishing Limited (2010) 
34. Mauri, A.G., Minazzi, R.: Web reviews influence on expectations and purchasing 
intentions of hotel potential customers. International Journal of Hospitality 
Management. 34 99–107 (2013) 
35. Mohammad Reza Jalilvand, Neda Samiei: The impact of electronic word of mouth on 
a tourism destination choice: Testing the theory of planned behavior (TPB). Internet 
Research. 22 (5), 591–612 (2012) 
36. Naaman, M., Boase, J., Lai, C.-H.: Is It Really About Me?: Message Content in Social 
Awareness Streams. In: Proceedings of the 2010 ACM Conference on Computer 
Supported Cooperative Work. pp. 189–192. ACM, New York, NY, USA (2010) 
37. Nonnecke, B., Preece, J.: Persistence and lurkers in discussion lists: a pilot study. In: 
Proceedings of the 33rd Annual Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences, 
2000. p. 10 pp.–. (2000) 
38. Oh, J., Bellur, S., Sundar, S.S.: A Conceptual Model of User Engagement With Media. 
(2010) 
39. Pan, B., MacLaurin, T., Crotts, J.C.: Travel Blogs and the Implications for Destination 
Marketing. Journal of Travel Research. 46 (1), 35–45 (2007) 
40. Park, D.-H., Lee, J.: eWOM overload and its effect on consumer behavioral intention 
depending on consumer involvement. Electronic Commerce Research and 
Applications. 7 (4), 386–398 (2008) 
41. Pirouz, D.M., Johnson, A.R., Thomson, M., Pirouz, R.: Creating Online Videos That 
Engage Viewers, MIT Sloan Management Review, 
http://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/creating-online-videos-that-engage-viewers/, 
Accessed: January 13, 2016, (2015) 
42. Ross, M., Sicoly, F.: Egocentric biases in availability and attribution. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology. 37 (3), 322–336 (1979) 
43. Ryu, G., Feick, L.: A Penny for Your Thoughts: Referral Reward Programs and 
Referral Likelihood. Journal of Marketing. 71 (1), 84–94 (2007) 
44. Schmitt, P., Skiera, B., Van den Bulte, C.: Referral Programs and Customer Value. 
Journal of Marketing. 75 (1), 46–59 (2011) 
45. Serra Cantallops, A., Salvi, F.: New consumer behavior: A review of research on 
eWOM and hotels. International Journal of Hospitality Management. 36 41–51 (2014) 
46. Shi, N., Hong, Y., Wang, K., Pavlou, P.A.: Social Commerce Beyond Word of Mouth: 
Role of Social Distance and Social Norms in Online Referral Incentive Systems. Social 
Science Research Network, Rochester, NY (2012) 
47. Sirgy, M.J., Su, C.: Destination Image, Self-Congruity, and Travel Behavior: Toward 
an Integrative Model. Journal of Travel Research. 38 (4), 340–352 (2000) 
48. Smith, B.G., Gallicano, T.D.: Terms of engagement: Analyzing public engagement 
with organizations through social media. Computers in Human Behavior. 53 82–90 
(2015) 
49. Sotiriadis, M.D., Zyl, C. van: Electronic word-of-mouth and online reviews in tourism 
services: the use of twitter by tourists. Electron Commer Res. 13 (1), 103–124 (2013) 
50. Wanke, M.: Social Psychology of Consumer Behavior. Psychology Press (2008) 




51. Weaver, P.A., Weber, K., McCleary, K.W.: Destination Evaluation: The Role of 
Previous Travel Experience and Trip Characteristics. Journal of Travel Research. 45 
(3), 333–344 (2007) 
52. William Ickes, S.R.: Machiavellianism and self-monitoring: As different as “me” and 
“you.” Social Cognition. 4 58–74 (1986) 
53. Wojnicki, A.C., Godes, D.: Word-of-Mouth as Self-Enhancement. Social Science 
Research Network, Rochester, NY (2008) 
54. Yang, S.-U., Kang, M.: Measuring blog engagement: Testing a four-dimensional scale. 
Public Relations Review. 35 (3), 323–324 (2009) 
55. Ye, Q., Law, R., Gu, B., Chen, W.: The influence of user-generated content on traveler 
behavior: An empirical investigation on the effects of e-word-of-mouth to hotel online 
bookings. Computers in Human Behavior. 27 (2), 634–639 (2011) 
56. Yoo, K.-H., Gretzel, U.: Influence of personality on travel-related consumer-generated 
media creation. Computers in Human Behavior. 27 (2), 609–621 (2011) 
57. Yu, G., Zou, D.: A Referral Rewards Incentive Design on Travel Consumer-Genereated 
Content. In: Internet of Things.  
58. Zhang, Y., Epley, N.: Exaggerated, mispredicted, and misplaced: When “it’s the 
thought that counts” in gift exchanges. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General. 
141 (4), 667–681 (2012) 
59. Zhang, Z., Ye, Q., Law, R., Li, Y.: The impact of e-word-of-mouth on the online 
popularity of restaurants: A comparison of consumer reviews and editor reviews. 
International Journal of Hospitality Management. 29 (4), 694–700 (2010) 
